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The Lifted Veil, adapted by Tim Heath 
The British Library, London, 8 December 2002 
It was perhaps Herbert Spencer in his Autobiography (1904) who [IJ;st disseminated the myth 
that, though George Eliot will remain for posterity one of our finest novelists, her weakness 
was that she could not construct effective, dramatic plots. By implication, her stories would 
thus not be effective on the stage, without the commentary of her wise, omniscient narrator. 
Perhaps in consequence there have been fewer dramatic adaptations of George Eliot's work 
than those of other nineteenth-century novelists, including Jane Austen and Dickens - this 
despite, amongst others, an extremely distinguished silent film based on Romola, starring 
Lillian Gish, in 1924. Several productions of varying merit before and after the latter 
representation have, however, appeared, beginning with an allegedly tame, saccharine 
interpretation of Adam Bede in 1862. Amongst better dramatizations, a fine serialized version 
of Daniel Deronda appeared in 1970. 
But it has been particularly in the last twenty years that radio, television, and stage adaptations 
of George Eliot's fiction have demonstrated how well, in fact, her stories translate into other 
media, revealing her excellent hold on dialogue and her ability to tell a gripping story despite 
the absence of her narrative voice. Perhaps best of all the theatrical adaptations has been 
Helen Edmundson's highly acclaimed version of The Mill on the Floss for the Shared 
Experience Theatre Company, which electrified audiences throughout England (and the USA 
and China) in 1994-5, and which more recently returned to London's West End. 
The vivid interplay of experience and dialogue in this production meant that I initially felt 
some disappointment that only one actor, Josepb Millson - who had taken part in the Shared 
Experience adaptation of The Mill- was to play all the rQ~es in Tim Heath's extremely faithful 
adaptation of 'The Lifted Veil' at the British Library (previously shown in Guildford). But it 
soon became clear that, since we can never know how much of the action of this story is 
simply part of the hallucinatory, paranoid projections of the main protagonist, Latimer, with 
his neurasthenic, 'diseased sensibility', a monologue was the be~t form in which to present his 
largely subjective experiences in George Eliot's novella on stage; and though the critic is often 
expected to carp, I have to say that Millson's performance was a real tour de force, not least 
because of the lean, handsome and languid persona that one might expect in Latimer. 
The tense, dramatic opening, in which Latimer was represented gasping for breath on the floor 
while suffering heart failure - in a prevision of his 'end' - was followed by a calmer 
retrospective account of his life from his armchair. This well-paced narrative was 
intermittently punctuated with moments of high tension during various moments of crisis; 
Latimer leaped from his chair and declaimed his inner turmoil with great dash and vigour 
through the medium of George Eliot's melodramatic prose. Millson's portrayals of Latimer 's 
Gothic visions in Prague were effectively articulated, with the juxtaposition of light/dark 
imagery suggesting fitful illumination. Excitement developed with the descriptions of his 
marriage, followed by disillusion and terror in the discovery that Latimer becomes an object 
of hatred to his wife; inexplicable images of drought, a rainbow and a mystical-seeming light 
were certainly vividly conjured in this viewer's imagination through the actor's rhetorical 
vigour. 
67 
Millson's excellent gestural repertoire and nimble movements were best exploited in the 
emotionally satisfying, climactic scene where Meunier conducts the transfusion experiment on 
Mrs Archer, and the dramatic interaction between the four protagonists, through one actor, was 
consummate. A solidified, shroud-like sheet laid out on the bed had become a powerful visual 
representation of Mrs Archer: the beatings of a timer, followed by its cessation and then its 
slow pulsation again, were an apt mimesis of the servant's gradual death and temporary 
resurrection. A satisfying conclusion was brought about by the re-enactment of Latimer's 
death from angina pectoris. 
It is to be hoped that this fine rendition of George Eliot's Gothic novella - intermittently 
intensified with recordings of machinery, rushing water and, above all, music taken from 
Schubert's Die Winterreise (with lyrics by Wilhelm Muller) - will be shown again in the 
future, since it deserves a wider audience. 
Brenda McKay 
London 
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